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SYSTEMATIZING INSTRUCTION IN RHETORIC 



JAMES H. FULWIDER 
Onarga Military School, Onarga, Illinois 



The efficiency of American industries has been increased remark- 
ably during the last ten years by a systematization of processes. 
A somewhat similar systematization may be applied to educational 
methods. At the Onarga Military School the English department 
has found that instruction in high-school rhetoric and composition 
may be systematized with highly gratifying results. 

Of course care must be taken to avoid dehumanization. Stu- 
dents cannot be handled as mechanically as iron ingots. In English, 
especially, the instructor should encourage and not inhibit individu- 
ality. He should induce the student to express his own personality 
in composition, an art; he should also require the student to 
familiarize himself with the rules of rhetoric, a science. 

If the student is to make progress in these two branches of the 
subject, he must first of all recognize his shortcomings. He must 
realize exactly where his mistakes he. One of the first functions 
of the teacher, then, is to aid him in discovering his errors. 

Practically all of the errors committed by the high-school 
English student are included in the following list of theme elements: 
grammar, punctuation, sentence structure, paragraph structure, 
theme organization, diction, spelling. 

If the student copies this list on the back of each theme he writes, 
he may be graded definitely upon each theme element. Let us 
assume that, in a certain theme, a student makes mistakes in 
grammar, punctuation, diction, and spelling. The instructor 
considers the number and the importance of the mistakes, and notes 
in the list of theme elements how much is to be deducted from the 
grade for the mistakes of each type. This shows the student 
exactly why he gets the grade he does. He is shown, in this 
instance, that if he is to improve his writing and raise his grade he 
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must make special efforts to write grammatically, punctuate 
properly, use appropriate words, and spell correctly. Grading on 
this system is much more effective than is giving a general grade 
for the theme as a whole. 

There are five other elements in the high-school theme to be 
considered. These, too, may be listed with the others on the back 
of each theme and may be graded. They areas follows: effective- 
ness, improvement, penmanship, apparent preparation, subject- 
matter. 

These twelve elements are very general, however, and many of 
them may refer to a number of varieties of possible errors. Under 
the head of punctuation we naturally include the use of the comma, 
the period, and the ten other symbols. It is to these and similar 
details of rhetoric that the attention ol the student must next be 
directed. 

This is done by the use of an individual card for each student. 
On this card are listed all of the specific kinds of errors made by the 
student in his themes. The card is kept by the student, and as 
new errors in his themes are indicated by his instructor he adds 
these to the list on his card. 

Thus one function of the instructor is completed. He has 
pointed out to the student his shortcomings in English. 

The next step is to show the student how to overcome these 
defects. This is done by referring him to the specific sections in 
the text which deal with theme elements he has misused. These 
reefernces are noted on the student's card, as follows: 

Gerald Perry 

Comma: § 221-230. 
Reference: § 55-61. 
Capitalization: § 275-283. 
Coherence: § 143-148. 
Redundance: § 123-125. 

The student is required to learn the substance of the sections 
listed on his card. For example, if the comma appears on his card 
because he has misused it, he is required to learn the rules governing 
the use of the comma as stated in his text. As he familiarizes 
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himself with the elements of rhetoric and no longer makes mistakes 
of a certain kind which he formerly made, these elements may be 
crossed off his card. And as new mistakes appear in his themes, 
these and references to rules applying to them are added to the list. 
Just before writing a theme the student is required to read his 
card. He is cautioned to be especially careful not to repeat the 
errors he has made in previous themes. 




Fig. i 



Thus far the system is more or less mechanical. Through it 
the instructor has pointed out to the student his mistakes in 
rhetoric. He has indicated and required him to learn certain rules, 
the observance of which will eliminate mistakes. What is perhaps 
the most difficult task, that of inspiring the student to do his best 
work at all times and to strive for more than mechanical perfection, 
remains. 

This can best be accomplished by an individual conference with 
each student, to be held once a week. In this conference the 
instructor suggests how the student's themes may be improved 
and encourages him to develop his individuality in them. The 
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conference may have a remarkably stimulating effect upon the 
student. 

On the back of his card the student is to plot his theme grades, 
as is illustrated in Figure 1. This shows him what progress he is 
making in the subject. This phase of the system is valuable 
because it makes evident to him the highest kind of competition — 
competition with himself. It enables him to see at a glance exactly 
what kind of work he is doing, and whether he has been improving. 
It makes theme grades seem more real and vital to him. 

It will be seen that this slight systematization of instruction 
in rhetoric and composition, instead of dehumanizing the process 
and destroying individuality, tends rather to develop individu- 
ality and to consider the specific needs of each student. Gram- 
matically correct and effective self-expression is the goal which a 
system of this nature helps the English student reach. 

This system is not intended in any way to supplant the routine 
classroom drill in the fundamentals of rhetoric and composition. 
To adopt it one need not make any change in his methods of 
instruction. It is to be used as an auxiliary to the usual process 
of instruction. The English department of the Onarga Military 
School has found that it enables the student to progress with 
greater rapidity and thoroughness. 



